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Abstract 
With this paper, the author has one main objective: to collate mature students’ perspectives, gathered through an in-depth focus 
group, on the ideal competences doctoral supervisor should have, while simultaneously highlighting their own experiences 
regarding their supervisors’ difficulties. The pertinence of this subject is grounded on two main reasons. On the one hand, a hot 
reality may be verified in different parts of the globe: mature students engaging in research-based PhDs. On the other hand, small 
research has been addressing the ideal profile doctoral supervisors should have when supervising mature students, and the 
difficulties they usually demonstrate. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of WCES 2014. 
Keywords: Higher education; research-based doctorate; mature students; doctoral supervisor; quality 
1. Introduction 
The international context has been emphasizing the existence of an increasing number and a greater diversity of 
students enrolling in doctoral programmes. Particularly, the growth in the diversity in students’ profiles reinforce the 
need to understand: (i) the kind of impact these facts have on the quality of the research and supervisory processes; 
(ii) how students and supervisors attribute meaning to their own experiences, concerns, difficulties and expectations, 
as well as the complexities of their roles, and the competences they need to develop/enhance; and (iii) how Higher 
Education (HE) institutions are dealing with diversity at doctoral level in general, and with mature students’ 
expectations and characteristics in particular.  
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Within this paper, the author intends to focus on the results of an exploratory qualitative study to shed light on 
mature students’ perspectives, enrolled in a research-based doctorate, regarding the ideal profile of a doctoral 
supervisor, in terms of the competences s/he must demonstrate. Simultaneously, while reflecting on supervisors’ 
ideal competences, mature students also point out some of their own supervisors’ actual practices, emerging 
supervisors’ difficulties in dealing with mature students. 
2. Brief approach to the nature of supervisory process 
In previous studies (Baptista, 2013, 2014), the author has already focused on the main features of mature/adult 
students who pursuit a research-based doctorate, while at the same time has reflected on the intersection of lifelong 
learning on these students’ paths, needs, expectations and purposes for re-entering HE at this level of study. 
Therefore, this section is not aimed at navigating through the characteristics that distinguish mature students doing a 
research-based doctorate and the ‘traditional PhD student’. Instead, since the objective of this paper is to analyze 
mature students’ voices on the description of the ideal doctoral research supervisor while, at the same time, 
reflecting on the real practices of their supervisors, the author intends to briefly address the nature of the supervisory 
process, particularly in terms of the relationship. The author chooses to approach this issue focusing on this aspect, 
due to two kinds of factors:  
x Up to this moment, there is a lack of literature that focuses on the supervisory process established between 
mature students and their supervisors, with the exception of the professional doctorates. However, the research 
findings we will describe were gathered in a Portuguese HE institution. In Portugal, we can only find the 
distinction between the ‘traditional doctorate’ and ‘the PhD by publication’. This means that, despite of what can 
be found in many countries around the world, there is no assumption and distinction between the ‘traditional 
PhD’ and the ‘professional doctorate’, although a higher number of mature students are enrolling in doctoral 
studies. 
x To demonstrate the two-way nature, and the two-way intense process of learning within the doctoral supervisory 
and research processes. 
In fact, when exploring what the supervisory process is, the roles of the two main members of that process 
emerge as crucial: doctoral student and supervisor. This may be the reason why defining the nature of supervision 
and trying to characterize doctoral students and supervisors’ quality profiles and/or their responsibilities may seem 
so difficult, and at the same time complex and even volatile. Back in 1985, Connell (1985) emphasized that doctoral 
supervision was an extremely complex and fluid task, which asked for a mutual commitment from both members of 
the dyad who were also contextualized within a social environment. Moreover, he stressed that, through the 
supervisory process, intellectual growing/development is one of the main achievements of doctoral supervision and 
research to both elements of the dyad: supervisors and students However, it may be assumed that this author’s 
perspective continues to be updated. In fact, after a decade, Love and Street (1998) continue to point out the 
developmental nature of the supervisory process: being a process, not being static, it implies negotiation, based on 
the “reciprocal nature of learning” (p.157). Throughout the time, more insights on the nature of the relationship are 
added by several academics. For instance, Grant (1999) intertwines power issues with the development of a 
relationship deeply characterized by the subjectivities of those who are involved. Consequently, the supervisory 
process is not predictable, is changeable and is permeable to erratic movements, due to the two individuals that 
make the relationship happen in a particular context. As such, flexibility and negotiation are two important aspects 
to consider when defining the responsibilities of both doctoral student and supervisor. After all, the doctorate is “as 
much about identity formation as it is about knowledge production” (Green, 2005, p.153). In fact, those power 
issues led many scholars to mention the master-apprentice model, where usually the supervisor has the power 
(knowledge) and the student, the apprentice, needs to learn, by embarking on an intense journey through research 
(Bartlett & Mercer, 2001; Kehm, 2006; Lee & Green, 2009; Walker et al., 2008). This model was thus based on a 
hierarchical relationship. However, Maxwell and Smyth (2010, 2011) clearly point out that the unequal power 
relationship is quite different when observing adult students taking a research-based doctorate: the latter usually 
possess professional knowledge that will interact with academic knowledge, and so supervisors should be aware of 
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the different conditions in which the supervisory and research processes will occur. In addition, both supervisor and 
student are adults and, as such, their roles’ definition may not be so straightforward – as if the description of the 
‘traditional PhD student’ was easy to define. In fact, following that kind of outdated model (the one of master-
apprentice) is not a very useful nor suitable perspective, since nowadays a more diversified students’ body is 
enrolled in any level of HE studies – namely doctoral education. Actually, in the line of previous authors, Malfroy 
(2005) highlights the importance of more flexible, negotiated processes and approaches to doctoral education, 
supervision and research, since that heterogeneity is changing the “traditional hierarchical models of expert/novice” 
(p.166), also opening spaces to a “disparity in expectations, or ‘disjunction in expectations’” (p.169). More 
recently, Engels-Schwarzpaul (2013) points out that non-traditional students bring different expectations, needs, 
concerns, interests and circumstances to the supervisory process. This fact has the potentiality of enriching the 
Academia and the entire doctoral process, if this is open to new approaches, challenges, and multiple perspectives. 
Otherwise, it can be seen as a threat to the ‘traditional’ know-how and ‘ivory tower’, which sometimes tends to be 
perpetuated in time. 
3. Methodology 
This is a qualitative study that utilized an exploratory focus group in order to explore in-depth perceptions of 
adult students doing a doctorate in the field of Education, and at the same time analyze the coherence and 
proximities of their opinions. Although the focus group only involved four students, an individualistic approach to 
the data was emphasized to capture the actual, grounded experience of the group as a whole as well as each 
individual contribution. The main objective of this particular study is to analyze mature students’ views of the 
doctoral supervisory relationship. More specifically, it is intended to focus on mature students’ perspectives on the 
competences of the ideal profile of a doctoral supervisor while reflecting, simultaneously, on their supervisors’ 
actual practice - emerging supervisors’ difficulties in dealing with mature students. To achieve this goal, a 
descriptive and reflective perspective regarding the results was adopted. 
3.1. Brief presentation of the strategy of data collection: Focus group 
The strategy of data collection adopted was a focus group, because it stimulates interaction, discussion, self- and 
meta-reflection among the participants. Due to “the dynamic nature of the process” (Greenbaum, 2000, p.13), this 
exploratory study has benefited from this qualitative research technique, since it had enabled and encouraged 
participants to be actively involved and ‘think conceptually’ (Greenbaum, 2000). A very small group constituted 
with 4 students was run, since the author wanted to provoke an intense and open discussion. Moreover, it was 
assured that a comfortable context for the participants to share their experiences, perceptions, values and beliefs was 
established. It was followed a semi-structured focus group: at the same time there were certain thematic frontiers, 
there was also a space for diversity, and flexibility. The 4 mature students have opened themselves to each other and 
to the discussion, sharing similar perspectives. This fact highlights that their experiences can be crossed and are 
tuned, reinforcing the conclusions we describe in the next section. 
3.2. About the process of content analysis 
After informed consent and all participants’ approval, the discussion was audio taped and then fully transcribed. 
Thereafter, the transcripts were sent by e-mail to the participants so they could validate them. After this procedure, 
we carried a thorough content analysis, trying to find semantic patterns in the data. We passed through different but 
interactive phases in the content analysis’ process in order to reach coherent semantic patterns – some of which we 
will present in the results’ section. Thus, the interactive and reflective process was constituted by: analyzing -> 
systematizing -> reviewing -> analyzing again to test if it was coherent. Therefore, the semantic theme that will be 
focused on in this paper has emerged from the contextual interpretation of the data.  
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3.3. General characterization of the participants 
The focus group was constituted by 4 mature students: 3 males and 1 female. All of them have had a previous 
experience of research when doing research-based master degrees. Also, all of them are teachers: 3 are teachers of 
basic and secondary education, and 1 is a teacher at a HE institution. All doctoral students are working full-time 
while doing the doctorate and thus are financially independent. Additionally, all of them are married and have 
children. While 2 students are enrolled in the doctorate full-time, the other 2 are enrolled part-time. They all are of 
the same edition of a Doctoral Programme. Following Bologna guidelines, the previous structure of the doctorate 
was reviewed and changed. Therefore, the 3rd cycle of Bologna (that corresponds to the doctorate) has a first 
compulsory curricular year followed by a research period that culminates with the public presentation and defense of 
a research-based thesis. These 4 students started their doctoral path at the same time and at the moment of the focus 
group they were approximately in the middle of the process: the focus group happened after two years and a half of 
starting the Doctoral Programme. As such, they had already completed the first curricular year and were conducting 
their research. 
4. Results 
4.1. Initial considerations 
Firstly, it must be stressed that all mature students’ perspectives are tuned: they all agree with the main 
competences that describe the ideal supervisor. In addition, when reflecting on the role and practice of their real 
supervisors, they highlight that the supervisors show the same difficulties when dealing with mature students – that 
is, with them in comparison with what they observe with the ‘traditional PhD student’: a full-time student with a 
funded grant, who spends most of his/her time at HE. Therefore, in their discourses, it may be found a permanent 
reflection of two plans - the ‘ideal’ and the ‘real’ – demonstrating a high level of reflection these mature students are 
engaged in and the commitment they present regarding their doctoral path. As such, we must consider that the way 
the ‘ideal’ and the ‘real’ doctoral supervisor may be described are deeply intertwined. In fact, in their discourses, it 
seems that their perceptions of the ideal supervisor is a way for them to ‘make a balance’ of their own experiences, 
and to make suggestions for their own supervisors to overcome the difficulties they consider the supervisors usually 
struggle with, when dealing with mature students. Consequently, another assumption that may be made is the fact 
that mature students exhibit a clear awareness of their own distinctive characteristics, when compared with the 
‘traditional PhD student’. They distinctively assume that doctoral supervisors are ready and more used to supervise 
the latter type of students. On the contrary, the 4 mature students believe doctoral supervisors are not properly 
prepared to supervise them. This perspective leads to central questions: (i) Is HE ready to receive mature students 
(or any other non-traditional students) at postgraduate level? (ii) Does HE have the tools to respond to mature 
students’ needs, expectations and characteristics at this doctoral level? 
4.2. The ideal doctoral supervisor: An attempt to briefly describe his/her competences from mature students’ 
perspectives 
For all focus group participants, it is undeniable that the doctoral supervisor should: 
x Have (time) availability, particularly in terms of scheduling regular meetings with the doctoral student -  in this 
case, a mature student who is working full-time and has several types of inter-related commitments; 
x Give prompt and timely feedback, and proper support to students’ work; 
x Possess in-depth scientific knowledge; 
x Be open to mature students’ professional experiences and be flexible enough, namely to understand mature 
students’ particular circumstances, in terms of their availability, and to collaborate in the process of knowledge 
construction. In fact, even though the supervisor should have in-depth scientific knowledge, s/he should be open 
to unpredictable things, since the research object the mature student chooses to study is usually related to his/her 
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own practice. Therefore, the openness to other points of view and to practical/professional knowledge is also an 
extremely valued competence supervisors should demonstrate; 
x Be empathic and possess social skills, such as to know how to dialogue, and how to treat the student, by adapting 
themselves a bit to mature students’ characteristics - in terms of personality, but also the theme s/he is 
researching; 
x Have just a certain number of PhD students, so supervisors can properly guide and give appropriate support. This 
issue is particularly raised because of current times, when it can be observed what may be called an inappropriate 
ratio of students per supervisor: more PhD students per the same number of supervisors (at least in Portugal). 
Considering all previous points, we observe that these competences are of different nature – social, personal and 
academic - although they are close inter-related and form an integrated perspective that one should have when 
describing the ‘ideal’ profile of doctoral supervisors. Additionally, we could question if those competences are not a 
description of any doctoral supervisor. Indeed, they are. This fact shows us that what it is expected from doctoral 
supervisors and what may be called the ideal supervisor is transferable to several types of students – and not just 
mature students. Nevertheless, according to some aspects, which are collated in the previous bullet points, the 
context and, mostly, the subjectivities that characterize doctoral students – and in the case of this paper, mature 
students – may influence the experience (and expectations) they may have regarding the process of doctoral 
supervision and research. 
4.3. The ideal doctoral supervisor: Mature students’ reflections on the practices of their own supervisors 
As mentioned, at the same time mature students pointed out the competences of an ideal supervisor, they were 
reflecting on their own PhD path and on the practices of their supervisors. As mature students, they observed that 
their real doctoral supervisors demonstrate several problems when dealing with them. These problems/difficulties 
supervisors reveal (from mature students’ perspectives) will be identified, following the same structure of the bullet 
points used in the previous subsection. 
x Lack of availability to schedule meetings with the mature student, because of the mismatch between their 
agendas 
We cannot forget that the mature students who participated in the focus group were working full-time (as most of 
mature students – that is one characteristic that distinguish them from the ‘traditional PhD student’). A mature 
student states: “The problem is a mismatch between what we need and our own availability and then supervisors’ 
availability as well”. This is, in fact, a constant aspect that is referred to. Moreover, the lack of time to meet with 
them give mature students a sense of the PhD process and research as a terrible lonely process, where they do the 
entire journey by themselves, without the presence and support of the supervisor. All focus group participants 
consider that a doctoral student, no matter their characteristics, should be autonomous and take his/her own 
decisions. However, not without supervisor’s support. As a student mentions: 
“I also recognise that we must know how to ‘walk’ by ourselves, and search for proper theoretical sources. I do 
recognise this. But at a time, it is essential to know if the sources and the path we choose are the most correct 
ones or if we must change our direction (in relation to the research path)”. 
Simultaneously, the focus group participants indicate that supervisors frequently seem they do not want to 
understand the specificities of mature students in terms of their needs, schedules, and even professional 
commitments. They consider it is easier for supervisors to deal with mature students as if they shared the same 
features as the ‘traditional PhD students’. Actually, the 4 mature students truly think that doctoral supervisors are 
not used to them (in terms of their experiences and other intrinsic characteristics they possess), and do not know 
how to ‘answer’ their expectations in terms of doctoral research. As such, if the supervisor does not know how to 
deal with them (with their practical experience, with their job and subsequent lack of availability), despite of being 
scientifically very good, the entire process may be ‘in danger’, since the supervision is based on a close relationship 
between two persons. If the relationship does not work, it will jeopardise the research the student will be involved 
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in. 
x Insufficient or lack of prompt and timely feedback 
This topic is inter-related with the previous one: the lack of time and availability is also reflected on the 
insufficient or lack of suitable feedback. Additionally, when the feedback finally arrives, it does not reflect the needs 
mature students were expecting. This is the reason why all mature students consider that there is a lack of 
supervisors’ comprehension regarding mature students’ deadlines and schedules, which they have to personally meet 
not only in terms of their own PhD research, but also in relation to other commitments. Nevertheless, focus group 
participants stress that, even though feeling frustrated about it, they try to make the changes and take supervisors’ 
comments into consideration, so they can meet their expectations and so supervisors respect them, as researchers 
and professionals. However, following mature students’ voices, one could question: what is the reasonable 
timeframe to take the feedback into consideration? As a student shares: 
“If this information and feedback is given in time, it is easier for us: we may reflect and (re)organise the entire 
process. But when the feedback is given at the end, it is very complicated. (…) / The problem is not the process of 
trial and error: it is beneficial and we learning through it. Instead, the problem is the fact of not having any 
feedback at all in the middle of the process”. 
x Lack of practical/professional knowledge, demonstrated by the supervisors, and  also some lack of understanding 
that the research object is based on a professional setting, as well as on a context that frames the way the object is 
theorized and approached by the doctoral mature student 
This aspect is also connected to the previous point: it has to do with the quality of the feedback given by doctoral 
supervisors to mature students’ research and/or piece of work. All participants highlight that the feedback is 
frequently not adjusted nor to the mature student, nor to the research object s/he is investigating. Mature students 
usually choose to carry out their research in specific subjects related with their professional reality – frequently to 
improve their practice and/or their professional context. For instance, a student mentions how volatile a research 
object based on practice may be: 
“It’s complicated… (…) Time is passing by, the context changes, socially things are in permanent changes and it 
is very hard for the research process to keep up with all of these changes… If we want to do a prospective study 
and follow something we cannot do it, due to the difficulties we face, namely in terms of operationalizing the 
research and reaching consensus between the student and the supervisor, and in terms of dealing with all the 
changes related with the context, where some research projects, due to a few amount of time, are not sustainable 
and loose importance and pertinence”. 
In fact, it is important to remember that all mature students were teachers (at several levels of study and in 
different disciplines) and chose a particular aspect of their practice to pursue doctoral research. It is also essential to 
state that they chose their research objects with their supervisors’ consensus, still during their 1st year in the Doctoral 
Programme. Nonetheless, because of the lack of time, the inappropriate moment of feedback, the lack of joint 
reflections and discussions, supervisors’ feedback does not have quality enough, since it does not take into account 
certain specificities based on mature students’ professional practice. In fact, the supervisor gives feedback as if the 
mature student was a ‘traditional PhD student’: a feedback based on academic research objects, based on criteria 
they have always followed without questioning the implications in terms of real professional settings. Even though 
at the end of the doctorate, the mature student should present a research-based thesis that will be evaluated as the 
one made by the ‘traditional PhD student’, this does not mean that the entire supervisory process should be the 
same. Therefore, mature students’ voices go in the line with the perspective that their supervisors should take into 
consideration some particular features they possess, so they can achieve a research-based thesis that can be 
considered both academic and professional. 
x Lack of supervisors’ flexibility and openness to new/different doctoral students’ circumstances 
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Students stress that, even though a supervisor may demonstrate openness about their professional circumstances, 
there are huge incompatibilities that are not observable in the beginning of the supervisory process. Consequently, 
focus group participants believe that this kind of ‘honesty’ towards mature students’ expectations and to their own 
tasks is essential. Simultaneously, the 4 mature students underline the necessity of their supervisors in changing their 
personal paradigms and conceptions, particularly in relation to whom they supervise – after all, doctoral students are 
more and more diverse and with heterogeneous characteristics. One participant stresses: 
“Another thing is people to change their own personal conceptions and paradigms. Supposedly, people have 
changed, but they continue to act as they used to as 10 years ago when they started to supervise doctoral 
students, traditional doctoral students (…)”. 
x Doctoral supervisors have too many PhD students, with different characteristics (particularly mature students) 
All mature students consider that it would be better if HE institutions regulated the maximum number of students 
a supervisor should have. Focus group participants believe that, because of a growing number of doctoral students 
enrolled in PhD, there are many supervisors who do not give prompt feedback, and do not properly communicate 
with their students. 
Considering the previously points already emphasized, focus group participants consider that those may also be 
consequences of an increasing number of students per supervisor. Consequently, doctoral supervisors do not have 
the appropriate time to support a variety of students’ profiles, feel tired with the supervisory research process and 
are not suitably committed with the supervisory relationship and students’ research process. Again, in what relates to 
feedback, a participant mentions: 
“There is a space in time between the moment when I asked for feedback and when the feedback arrives. In the 
meantime, I had to decide some things, and the reality has also changed. And in fact, I have not had any 
opportunity to discuss and reflect the suggestions and feedback (…) the supervisor does not have time (…)”. 
Those who supervise mature students should deeply understand the differences, energy, commitment and 
responsibility an adult puts in the supervisory and research processes. In fact, a focus group participant points out: 
“(…) Supervisors are not ready, nor have the willingness to have this diverse population of doctoral students. / 
(…) Also they don’t have the time. (…) / I really believe that there will be created mechanisms to hinder the 
entrance of adult students with characteristics such as ours in the doctorate. (…) Although universities need 
postgraduate students and the fees, as professionals, as working students we don’t give the universities what they 
really want, namely in terms of research outputs”. 
5. Final reflections 
Following the results which have been described, it seems urgent not only to continue to follow mature students 
enrolled in research-based doctorates and reflect about their paths and experiences, but also to add the voices of 
doctoral supervisors to the discussion, by confronting them with these perspectives. Moreover, it seems that an 
essential aspect to put into practice is to provide open spaces to reflect on these issues, with a more formal and/or 
informal character. From mature students’ voices, it could be stressed that there may be many doctoral supervisors 
who need to be engaged in professional development courses or other informal initiatives. Additionally, HE 
institutions should consider the diverse profiles of doctoral students a reality and a challenge. As such, HE should 
support diversity by creating suitable strategies and stimulating a culture where diversity is truly valued. In fact, if 
HE institutions open their doors to diverse ‘publics’, it is their duty to create a dynamics where diversity is fully 
accomplished and ‘lived’, from which everyone may benefit. Following this idea, these institutions, more than 
‘ivory towers’ that do not change to time, must continuously question their role, and reflect about suitable 
mechanisms that could support diversity – and in the case of this paper, mature students enrolled in research-based 
doctorates. To conclude, at that specific moment of the focus group, all adult students were in the middle of the 
doctoral process. It would be extremely interesting to have another moment of qualitative in-depth reflection 
sometime after the conclusion of their doctorates, so we could have their perceptions on the impact of the doctorate 
on their workplace as well as on their practices, and another type of perspective on their supervisory and research 
processes. 
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